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Introduction 
In part 1 of this update, we put forward the argument that integration in ERP based environments 
can be achieved in ways other than adopting a software configuration only approach.  We drew 
on evidence from two large ERP implementations to show how, despite the cost implications, 
some customization, if carefully managed, could prove helpful.  In this, the final part of the 
update, we discuss the benefits, and potential pitfalls, involved in enacting a non-standard based 
integration strategy.  This requires attention to a) broadening the integration definition; b) 
bringing legacy practices forward and c) developing a customization based integration strategy. 
 
Broaden the integration definition 
Much existing thought regarding packaged software implementation is premised on standardized 
technical integration as a precursor for success.  We show that by adopting a more inclusive 
definition of integration organizations can begin to rethink their ERP projects as 'successful' 
efforts rather than as failures to meet the 'pure vanilla' ideal.  What this means for those involved 
in such projects is a broader view of integration that recognizes the systemic nature of 
integration.  Here, the ‘technical’ aspects affect the ‘social’ components of the organization such 
as structure and human resources, in a holistic and interdependent manner.  Thus, like at Cable 
and Home, this has to encompass recognition of the integration amongst other aspects of 
organisational life, such as the performance of interconnections amongst business processes and 
intra/inter organizational relationships that may be directly or indirectly linked to any existing or 
planned IT support. 
 
Bring legacy practices forward 
In broadening the definition of integration, it becomes evident that creating a working 
information system may be more achievable when the design accounts for valued existing 
practices and selectively incorporates these into future operations.  Although ERP packages are 
often used to facilitate organizational change, and ‘disintegrate’ existing outdated ways of work, 
our study suggests that they can also disintegrate what is presently valued .  For example, with 
respect to the business terminology used at Home, achieving integration through the standard 
elements of the package was seen as a key ingredient for success and thus, customisation was 
resisted in this area.  However, in the same organization, there would have been major disruption 
if the existing pricing data could not be integrated with the ERP package.  In this case, it made 
sense to customize to retain valued legacy practices even though there were major problems 
along the way.   So although new IT may introduce new organizational practices, it is not simply 
a matter of the displacement of legacy IT and organisational arrangements.  Often, the ‘old’ and 
the ‘new’ may co-exist and continue to foster integration over time. 
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Develop a Customization based Integration Strategy 
If a broader view of integration and existing arrangements is recognized and valued, how then 
might the implementation process be managed?    When deciding to customize - to bring an 
existing practice forward in time, and fuse it with the new, an assessment has to be made as to 
the ‘cost/benefits’ of customizing.  At both our organizations the view after the projects was that 
less customization would have been better.  However, it was felt that some level of 
customization was necessary and beneficial – the process automation at Cable is one such 
example.  So, despite the costs of customizing, which can run into tens of thousands of dollars, it 
may be deemed useful.  However, the ongoing maintenance and upgrade implications of 
performing customizations is a critical consideration.  An aspect of the study presented here has 
paid more attention to this and indicates that it is necessary to consider the levels of invasiveness 
of a customization and the associated maintenance implications (See Figure 1).  This might mean 
that some customizations are preferred over others based on an analysis of the anticipated 
maintenance effort required and the potential payback in terms of creating a workable, integrated 
system.  Moreover, the matter is further complicated by the rollout strategy of customizations - 
whether they are global or local in nature.  At Cable and Home, some customizations were 
written once and used by the whole organization (global) whilst others were written once but 
only used locally (local).  Therefore, the scope and invasiveness of the customization may result 
in a relative decrease (global) or increase (local) in maintenance effort.  Yet, this calculation is 
not a simple matter of equating a global roll out with lower maintenance effort.  It is necessary to 
incorporate the level of invasiveness of the customization.  Thus, for example, a global change in 
functionality might actually require less maintenance effort that multiple local process 
automation customizations.  At Cable, all customization work ended up being global, whilst at 
Home a mixed strategy was deployed.  Indeed, according to a consultant who worked on both 
projects, Home’s strategy of more invasive customization and localized roll out contributed to a 
much more expensive TCO. 
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Figure 1:  Customization - Potential Implications for Maintenance [2] 
 
The wider implications then relate to how the package and the associated customizations are 
supported, upgraded, and used.  At Home and Cable, some customizations were maintained in-
house and others required the use of external contractors.  This leads to issues of support often 
associated with legacy IS such as the attainability/maintenance of a skills base and 
responsiveness to change requests.  Thus, costs have to be quantified as related to time, not just 
economics.  Moreover, there are issues regarding the upkeep of the standard elements of the ERP 
package.  Home cannot upgrade without significant investment and patches are not applied 
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unless specifically requested because conflicts with customizations result in costs of a minimum 
of 1,700 dollars for an average session or report. Cable however, has fared slightly better because 
they took a more strategic view. There are fewer change points so the application of patches is 
carried out as they arrive. This can be done by a system administrator with little or no 
involvement from internal or external development teams.  Indeed, vendors may find it difficult, 
or may even be unwilling to work with software that has been customized.  Moreover, even 
where they are, it might be difficult to draw up and enforce agreements about areas of 
responsibility – Home and Cable have experienced problems in this area.  Staying with the 
standardized system means that it is relatively easier to conduct generic training and have staff 
move between sites if necessary.  Where customization occurs, particularly at the local level, 
then this becomes more difficult, although not insurmountable.  Customizing ERP, whilst 
offering integrative benefit, is therefore far from an easy option. 
 
Yet, despite the potential pitfalls, it can be worth doing.  In such cases a further question arises, 
can the customization simultaneously be used as a vehicle for accomplishing a broader agenda?  
We think it can, and it should enter discussions about the potential benefit of customizing.  
Perhaps most usefully, a relatively painless customization could be used to buy political favor 
that might enroll users onto your team when it comes time to 'say no' to an expensive preference.  
Those at Home, for instance, used other instances of customization to appease their users and 
hold their ground with regards to limiting the customization of business terms - an out of reach 
option with far reaching implications for the enterprise system.   
 
Conclusion 
Millions of users around the world have been trying to apply the standardized configuration 
templates of ERP packages to their local situations in order to achieve an integrated solution.  In 
critically considering integration methods we would be remiss if we failed to acknowledge that 
the kinds of customizations that are performed bring varying degrees of organizational 
implications.  Let us be clear, customization can increase TCO.  The thousands spent creating 
ERP friendly legacy practices at Home and Cable certainly offers food for thought.  However, it 
is also costly to implement a vanilla ERP that fails to meet legacy needs deemed crucial by user 
groups.   In fact, at another case organization studied in depth by one of the authors, there was an 
end-user revolt away from the ERP and into shadow systems.  These powerful user interests 
managed to delay the use of the ERP for two years and dramatically increase the cost of the 
project.  Only after customizations were created did the users begin reluctantly working within 
the ERP environment.  Had these user needs been seriously considered during requirements 
definition, perhaps a working system would have been realized far sooner [1]. 
 
Evaluating and ranking the extent to which local work practices and technologies are valuable 
enough to be carried forward into the ERP-enabled environment should be part of the project 
plan.  Yet, adopting such a perspective will be effective only where leaders are comfortable with 
'in situ' management - actively engaging with the software as well as past operating activities and 
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being willing to make choices that exist outside what the ERP defines as best practice.  However, 
the ability to develop and implement such management skills in the era of outsourcing is 
particularly challenging.  When functions, services, and products are outsourced, process 
knowledge (how to complete the activities associated with the outsourced items) can be lost.  In 
addition, outsourcing may decrease organizational ability to use IT strategically.  Although basic 
tasks are completed on a day-to-day basis, outsourcing partners, unless contracted to do so, will 
not, or may not, be capable of identifying ways to use IT strategically.  Given such arrangements, 
these capacities might be lost in-house too. 
 
We call for a broader conceptualization of what it means to achieve integration which empowers 
implementers who currently feel their ERP project fell short of success because of their choice to 
customize.  More importantly, we argue that adopting such a definition of integration in practice, 
if done carefully and selectively, can facilitate the implementation and use of a working system. 
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